Life in Motion

Nicole Lamy

1
Th_ree years ago I took pictures of all the houses I've lived in. The houses impress .
not in beauty but in number—twelve houses before I turned fhirteen, For me the
moves had always resisted coherent explanation—no military reassignments or °
evasion of the law. I wanted to gather the photos as charms against fallible mem-
ory, like the list of lost things I used to keep: a plastic purse filled with silver dol-
lars, a mole-colored beret, a strip of negatives from my brother’s first day of -

kindergarten. I planned to bind the photos in an album and give them to my -
mqther. Maybe then, I thought, we could read our lives like straightforward nar- .
ratives. Wise readers know that all stories follow one of two paths: The Stranger

Comes to Town or The Journey. My life in motion suggested both.

2

When idea turned to plan, I asked my father for a list of the addresses I couldn’t
remember. Instead, as I had hoped, he offered to drive me through Maine, New

Hampshire, and Massachusetts himself. My father, too, took photographs, and I

wanted to draw him into my life a little, remind him of the times during car trips
when, as dusk deepened, he would switch on the light inside the car, without .

prompting, so that I could continue to read.

3

I photographed the houses and the apartments and the surprising number of du-
plexes (so often did we live in the left half of a house that I wonder if I've devel-
oped a right-hemisphere problem—I imagine the right side of my brain paler and
more shriveled than its better half, as atrophied and bleached as an arm that has

LAMY / LIFE IN MOTION 101

been in a cast all summer), though I never asked to be let inside. I remembered the
flow of rooms in most houses and I could imagine walking through them in a sort
of Ciceronian memory system for childhood.

4

The photographs pretend no artistic merit. I centered most of the houses in my
viewfinder as I stood on opposite sidewalks. Occasionally a branch or a piece of
the neighboring house appears at the edge of the frame. Otherwise the book is a
collection of residential mug shots. I wasn't accustomed to snapping pictures of
whole buildings without people clutiering the frames, and as 1 focused before
each shot I thought of the pictures my father had taken during his early twenties:
ducks and snowdrifts and weathered cottages. Looking through my father’s pic-
tures, my mother would squint with mock earnestness at yet another image of a
dilapidated barn and ask, “Where were we, behind the barn?”

5

At the first house—125 Wood Street, a gray three-family at the edge of the cam-
pus where my father had been a sophomore—I toyed with perspective. Theld my
camera at my hip; I crouched by the mailboxes, trying to imagine a toddler’s van-
tage point. No pre-school impressions came flooding back; I gained nothing but
stares from the neighbors. T thought of the family lore about the short time we
lived on Wood Street. By 1972, the sixties still hadn’t retreated from Lewiston,
Maine. The perennial students who shared our building kept the house reeking
pleasantly of weed, and our downstairs neighbor wandered up to our apartment
now and again to shower, since her bathtub was occupied by her pet duck. Her
thesis, my mother insisted, had something to do with roller skates, and she deco-
rated her apartment with black lights and mini-marshmallows, dipped in fluo-
rescent paint, which she stuck to branches that hung from her ceiling. At night,
when the lights came on, visitors were treated to an electrifying set of unlikely
constellations. '

6

From Maine we moved south to New Hampshire. Rooting out the apartments in
the freshly overdeveloped landscape of New Hampshire was a trickier prospect;
some of the photos of these houses show unfamiliar additions, self-installed sky-
lights. Some had new, paved-over driveways, others aluminum siding. One
apartment complex in southern New Hampshire remained intact, though the sur-
rounding woods had been leveled to receive three new strip malls. When we
wandered closer to the Massachusetts border, images reversed themselves and I
found myself remembering the houses’ odd absences: an oval of yellowed grass
showed where an above-ground pool had sat; a chimney stopped abruptly with
no fireplace attached.
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: During each move, after the boxes had been unpacked, my father would
turn their openings to the ground and use a pocketknife to cut windows and
doors. The refrigerator boxes were best, skyscrapers with grass floors, In my card-
board house I would read cross-legged into the evening, ignoring my parents’ in-

vitations to take-out dinners in our new yard until my father lifted the box off me
and walked away, bearing my cardboard home, leaving me blinking in the dusk,

7

Now wlhen Ileave my apartment for vacation, no matter how anticipated the trip
I experience numbing panic—will I ever see home again? I'm sympathetic t(;
Rilke’s Burydice: What did she care about Orpheus and his willpower? Sure, she
had her reasons: hell living had filled her with death and isolated her fromr hu-

man touch. No doubt she could have grown accustomed to the rocks and rivers of
Hades. Who among us can get our mind around a move that drastic? From one

side of the eternal duplex to the other. Each time [ return home from vacation
rooms don't appear the same as I left them. Walls seem to meet floors at subtly al-
tered angles. Careful inspections—heel-toe, heel-toe around each of the rooms—
reveal no evidence of the perceived.

8

Aftfer my parents split, I kept most of my assorted five-year-old’s treasures at the
Whlt(lﬂ three-family where I lived with my mother, watched over by a grim disap-
proving landlady. My father’s wall-to-wall-carpeted bachelor apartment ’always
smelled faintly of hops; he and his two roommates all owned water beds and mo-
torcycles. My personal inventory at my father’s new home was limited to a Holly
Hobbie nightgown, The Little Princess, and Milton Bradley’s Sorry!, a game that re-

quires players to apologize without sincerity after forcing their competitors to
start again.

9

I' found the post-divorce houses on my own. At one address, the brown-stained
house I had known in early grade school wasn't there at all, Developers had
}mocked it down, then paved over the spot to provide parking for the neighbor-
ng convenience store and candy shop. On the winter afternoon when I visited, I
snapped a photo of a stray shopping cart that had rolled away from the COI’IV’E‘-
hience store to the spot where the kitchen had been. The shot, of the lonely shop-
ping cart illuminated by a hazy beam of light, has a Hallmark devotional-card
qua_h'ty. I'have no sentimental feelings about the house, though. I even felt satis-
faction when I saw the smoothly paved parking lot; it was as though I had willed
the destruction of the site of many childhood disappointments (new stepfather!
mid-first-grade school switch! dog runs away from home!). .
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The edges of the photograph give more away. At the top of the frame I can
spot a sliver of the foundation of the house that backed up to ours. My friend An-
nette lived there, an only child whose mother cut women’s hair in the pink room
adjacent to their dining room and whose father cured meat, hung in strips—dark
and pale, meat and fat—in their cellar.

At the left edge of the frame, the tail of an g is visible, part of a glowing sign
advertising “Gina—Psychic,” the fortune-teller who set up shop next door.

10

In a decorative gesture, I planned to hand-color the photographs as if they were
pre-Kodachrome portraits of children with blossom-pink cheeks and lips. Armed
with the oils and pencils, however, I only touched up a piece of every home—a
chimney, a storm door, a front gate. If stacked, they’d make a flip-book composite
of a home,

Red shutters and verdant bushes decorate the house after the last fold in the
book. There, the three of us—mother, sister, and new brother, aged three—began
living alone together for the first time. The stepfather had come and gone, leaving
the three of us to find balance in our uneasy triumvirate. Neighbors and shop-
keepers looked at us, curious. I could tell that the age gaps perplexed them—too
few years between a mother and daughter who chatted like girlfriends and too
many between a sister and brother who looked almost like mother and son. Their
confusion was compounded by my mother’s youth and beauty and by the way at
age thirteen I seemed to have passed directly to thirty-five.

The red-shuttered house was home the longest, and it is the only house my
brother remembers. When I handed the coloring pencils over to him to spruce up
the image of the old house, he colored the whole thing. He and my mother still
live in that duplex, formerly the parish house for the Congregational church
across the street. We haven’t been the only ones comfortable there. Pets and pests
flourish: a dog, rabbits, guinea pigs, escaped reptiles, moths and silverfish, hol-
low shells of worms in macaroni boxes, squirrels in the attic.

The parish house has walls that slant toward the middle and floorboards
that creak too frequently and too loudly to be creepy. During the first year, while
discovering the rules and limits of our new family, we cleared the dining room
table each night after dinner and began to play.

The three of us played games from my mother’s childhood-—tiddledywinks,
pick-up-sticks, PIT. And after my brother fell asleep, my mother and I drank tea
and played Password, Boggle, and Scrabble, stopping only when the board was
almost filled and our wooden racks held two or three impossible consonants. A
few years ago, chasing a marble that had slipped through a wrought iron heating

grate, my brother lifted the panel by one of its iron curls and found, caught in the
black cloth, game pieces of all kinds: dice, tiddledywinks, cribbage pegs, smooth
wooden squares with black letters—pieces we had barely missed from games we
had continued to play.
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11

" When ’che'ph"oto project was complete, T felt a historian’s satisfaction. T had gath-

ered the proof of my life and given it a shape. To create the album I cut a long
strip of black paper and folded and flipped it as if to cut paper dolls. I printed the
images small and pasted them in the accordion book. Held from the top, the book
tumbles open to reveal twelve homes logically connected.

My mother saw the book as evidence of a life hastily lived. When she un-
knotted the ribbon around the tidy package and allowed it to unfold, I watched
her face seize up.

“Ha, ha,” she pushed the sounds out with effort, “All my failures,” she said
as she held the book away from her in an exaggerated gesture. I had tried to piece
a story out of a life that I saw as largely unplanned. For my mother, this life Ied by
reaction had eventually settled into a kind of choice. I was ashamed I thought it
was mine to figure oul.

12

One night, a few weeks before I moved out of the parish house duplex into my °
own apartment, [ returned home and wheeled my bike around to the back of the
house. Glancing up at the brightly lit windows, T was afforded an unusual
glimpse of the daily theater of my family. From my spot in the yard | saw a
woman in the kitchen chopping vegetables and talking on the phone, while a cou-
ple of rooms over, a gangly teenage boy sat in a chair by the television. Startled to
be given a chance to see the house as a stranger might, [ watched for a few mo-
ments and tried to imagine the lives of those inside.




